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• Overview of the key roles in the 
planning process (i.e. citizens, staff, elected 
officials, planning commission, hearing 
examiner, others).

• Citizen participation under the GMA. 
• Suggestions for effective meetings 

and hearings.

The Planning Process?



3

• Expression of democratic principles.
• Involves making choices and 

defining/balancing interests.
• Engenders discussion about the role of 

government.
• Deals with protections afforded under the 

law (e.g. Private property rights, freedom of speech, 
religion).

• Provides processes to afford those 
protections. 

Planning Process

• State and federal laws (e.g. GMA, RLUIPA)

• Court decisions (e.g. takings)

• Economy (e.g. major community businesses 
and institutions)

• Demographics

• Historical land use patterns (e.g. geography, 
physical features (rivers), downtown/no 
downtown)

• New information and events (e.g. 
technology)

• Neighboring jurisdictions
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1.  Legislative - Developing and 
adopting policies and 
development regulations. 
(Making the Rules)

2. Quasi-Judicial - Reviewing 
and deciding on permit 
applications. 
(Applying the Rules) 

• Drafting and approval of plans 
(e.g. comprehensive plan, sub-area plan)

and development regulations 
(e.g. zoning code, subdivision code).

• Role shared by planning 
commission and legislative body 
(e.g. city/county council). 

• Process invites broad based 
public participation and involves 
public hearing(s).
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• Occurs after policy and development 
regulation is adopted.

• Applies policy/development regulations to 
specific permit applications (e.g. rezone, 
variance, conditional use permit).

• Does the permit application comply with the 
law? (e.g. decisional criteria).

• Decision made by whoever the code 
designates (might be Hearing Examiner, Board of 
Adjustment, Planning Commission, City Council or 
some combination of these).

• Legislative (Long Range 
Planning) Developing and 
adopting policies and 
development regulations.    
(Making the Rules).

• Quasi-Judicial  (Current 
Planning) A hearing body 
reviewing and making 
recommendations or decisions 
on permit applications. 
(Acting as a judge).

• Administrative  (Current 
Planning) Staff reviewing land 
development applications.            
(Applying the rules).

10

Plan

Regulations
Implementing

the Comp 
Plan

Development & 
Infrastructure 
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• Certain procedures differ in legislative vs. quasi-
judicial processes.

• What is allowed in a legislative process is not 
necessarily proper and legal in a quasi-judicial 
process (e.g. appearance of fairness, ex parte contact).

Keep in mind: Those that rely on code/laws in 
a quasi-judicial setting are not necessarily the 
ones who legislate (wrote) it.  Write code so it 
is clear what was meant years from now.

• General Public
• Elected Officials
• Planning Commission
• Other Appointed Advisory Bodies
• Staff
• Hearing Examiner
• Developers
• Others (agencies, tribes, media, utilities, 

courts, districts (transit, school, water, 
sewer, fire) etc.)



7

Strengths
• Provide detailed and historical 

community/neighborhood knowledge 
• Offer unique perspectives

Challenges 
• May lack technical knowledge about the 

planning process.  (Patience is essential.)
• Interest groups are parochial, have different 

perspectives of what constitutes the big picture 
or public interest.

Under the GMA, public involvement is 
more than desirable, it’s fundamental:

“The following goals are adopted to guide the development 
and adoption of comprehensive plans and development 
regulations of those counties and cities that are required or 
choose to plan under RCW 36.70A.040.
…

(11) Citizen participation and coordination. Encourage 
the involvement of citizens in the planning process...”
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“Each county and city that is required or chooses 
to plan…shall establish and broadly disseminate 
to the public a public participation program 
identifying procedures providing for early and 
continuous public participation in the 
development and amendment of comprehensive 
land use plans and development regulations….    

RCW 36.70A.140 (GMA)

Public Participation is 
Essential

• Chief legislative authority.
• Primary function is typically legislative.
• Makes final decision on whether or not to 

adopt policies and development regulations. 
• May have quasi-judicial functions by making 

the final decision on development approvals 
(depends on local codes).



9

• Provide leadership on planning matters 
through budgeting (e.g. staffing levels, fund 
special studies, establishing priorities).

• Make infrastructure decisions (e.g. capital 

facilities funding), coordinated with the 
Comprehensive Plan.

• Appoints/removes planning commissioners.

• Concept created in the early 
1900’s - citizens can best 
objectively review and 
recommend regulations, free of 
political influence.

• Washington State law 
prescribes broad duties for a 
planning commission, so it is 
open ended.

• Provides advice and 
recommendations (to elected 
officials).
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Common functions include:

1. Legislating (more common)

Hold public hearings and make 
recommendations to local governing body on 
comprehensive plan/development regulations.  

2. Quasi-Judicial (less common)

May review development proposals (if provided for 

by code). Review may be final decisions or may 
be in the form of recommendations.

Typically Involved in Quasi-Judicial Activities

• Hired/contracted to conduct quasi-judicial public 
hearings (usually in place of local bodies such as the planning 
commission, the board of adjustment, county council or city 
council).

• Professionally-trained.

• Makes quasi-judicial recommendations and decisions 
supported by an adequate record and in keeping with 
legal requirements.
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Benefits

• Allows local legislative/advisory bodies to 
concentrate on policy-making 
(legislative) activities. 

• Reduce local government liability 
exposure through more consistent and 
legally defensible quasi-judicial 
decisions.

• Various Departments/Divisions 
involved in developing 
codes/development review (not just 
planners).

• Recommends to Hearing Examiner, 
Planning Commission and City 
Council on legislative/quasi-judicial 
actions.

• Implements policies and development 
regulations on a day-to-day basis

• Provides day-to-day customer service 
to the public on permits.

• Code enforcement.
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• Works closely with Hearing Examiner, 
Planning Commission and Elected Officials.

• Staff relationship/expectations with others 
are highly information based.

• Prepares written staff reports to Hearing 
Examiner, City Council, Planning 
Commission on agenda items.

Staff should periodically discuss w/ planning 
commission/elected officials the detail level (too 
much/too little) and format of staff reports.

• Can identify regulations and 
policies which may sound great in 
principle, but might be difficult to 
achieve.

• Sounding board to help local 
government better understand 
markets, market demand and 
permit processes.
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• No legal obligation in the planning 
process but may take considerable 
interest in it.

• Direct communication link to the larger 
community.

• Free publicity, in an understandable  
format.

• Staff should work to increase the 
media’s knowledge of community 
planning issues.

• Consultants (for City and Applicants)

• Regional and State Agencies (Dept. of 
Commerce, WSDOT; Dept. of Ecology, Puget Sound 
Regional Council, Transit)

• Tribes

• Utilities (e.g. water districts, sewer districts, 
private utilities) 

• Courts/Hearings Boards

• Interest Groups (e.g. bicycle clubs)
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For advisory bodies like planning 
commissions: 

• Elect/Appoint a knowledgeable and fair 
Chairperson.

• For public hearings especially, focus on 
and speak to the decisional criteria. 

• Be familiar with by-laws, rules of 
procedure.

• Listen (Key responsibility to the public is to hear all sides)

• Educate Yourself and Ask Questions (in 
advance of meetings)

• Avoid Jargon

• Be prepared (read packet/staff reports in advance)

• Watch your body language

• Attend and Contribute - explain your 
decisions
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Thank You


